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Despite their increasing popularity, adult graphic novels remain a highly misunderstood 
resource. This study was intended to determine whether placing graphic novels in certain 
locations would impact their circulation. The underlying assumption was that exposure to 
graphic novels would lead to a greater amount of circulations as adults unfamiliar with 
graphic novels would be more willing to pick them up when viewed more easily. 
Four academic libraries and six public libraries were asked to provide yearly and total 
circulation numbers of 38 bestselling adult graphic novels.  All academic libraries and 
five public libraries responded.  It was found that adult graphic novels that were given 
their own section circulated more frequently both yearly and for all time than those 
interfiled with child or young adult graphic novels or non graphic resources.  Graphic 
novels that were not placed in a prominent location were also checked out more 
frequently for all time than those that were located in a prominent location. 
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     Over the past decade, graphic novels have seen a large boost in interest.  From 2003 to 
2009 there has been an overall increase in sales of Diamond Comic Distributers, North 
America’s largest comic distributor (Miller, 2012).  Publishers Weekly describes a boost 
in comic sales from late 2011 into 2012 (O’Leary, 2012).  This trend indicates that there 
are people who perceive the inherent value of reading and owning graphic novels. Taking 
advantage of the public’s interest in graphic novels, many publishers are recreating 
popular and classic literature in graphic format.  The Last Unicorn, The Odyssey and even 
A Game of Thrones have been so transformed.  The increasing popularity of comic books 
has spread into other media leading to a resurgence of comic book movie and television 
adaptations.  Marvel’s The Avengers is the third highest grossing movie of all time, both 
in the United States, and worldwide.  The success of other superhero movies such as The 
Dark Knight trilogy, indicate public interest in comic based action and storylines.  
Institutions which formerly scorned graphic novels, like academic community, now 
collect graphic novels and analyze them as serious literature.  
     Despite the increasing interest in this format, misunderstandings about them continue 
to persist.  Adults tend to be broken up into three categories concerning graphic novels.  
The first group contains those who read graphic novels.  Members of the second group 
are aware of the appeal of graphic novels but choose not to read them either due to lack 
of interest or due to the lack of experience mentally digesting the graphic format.  The 
final group, like the preceding one, do not read graphic novels but this decision is based 
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on misunderstandings about the format.  They may mistakenly believe that graphic 
novels are all about the zany antics of superheroes in brightly colored costumes as visible 
sound effects fill in the background.  They may dismiss graphic novels as lacking literary 
merit.   
These misunderstandings about graphic novels can also extend to comic readers 
themselves.  Many expect only elementary school age children or teenage boys to read 
comic books.  Pre-teen girls may also get away with it if manga is included.  Those who 
misunderstand might assume the only adult readers of graphic novels are middle aged 
white men who live in their parents’ basements and lack social lives.  No other adult 
graphic novel readers exist.  These beliefs provide only a part of the characteristics of 
graphic novels and their readers.  More than once I, an adult African American female, 
have been asked by complete strangers whether I am reading Ultimate Comics Spider-
Man “for a class.”  Perhaps it is shocking that someone like me could be interested in 
graphic novels, but in reality graphic novels cover all genres, including nonfiction, and 
are written and their audiences come in many different ages from many different 
backgrounds.   
     Through interactions with graphic novels reluctant adults can reduce their 
misconceptions about these resources.  Unfortunately, these very misconceptions often 
make adults unwilling to pick graphic novels up.  Perhaps by placing graphic novels in a 
place where they are likely to be discovered by adults, libraries can encourage greater 
access and understanding of these resources.  In order to maximize circulation, libraries 
should probably avoid mixing them in with graphic novels for teens or with texts that are 
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not graphic novels as well as place adult graphic novels where they easily seen.  By doing 
so, libraries will be able to convey the value of adult graphic novels to nonreaders.   
     In this study our definition of “graphic novels” is a modified version of Serchay’s 
(2010) definition: “bound books, fiction and nonfiction, which are created in the comic 
book format and are issued an ISBN” with each book including at least thirty panels of 
continuous narrative with a definite order (p.15).  This definition allows for the inclusion 
of complete novels and nonfiction texts in graphic format, such as Habibi as well as 
bound editions of ongoing comic series like The Walking Dead.  The addition of a 
minimum of panels and continuous narrative should eliminate comic strip collections 
from this study.  Occasionally the term “comic books” will also be used in this study.  
Comic books are different from graphic novels in their size and composition.  They 
usually containing from 20 to 30 pages and have thin paper covers.  Graphic novels, like 
pure text books, may be paperback or hardcover and usually contain at least 100 pages.  
Most libraries do not collect comic books due to their flimsiness, but since graphic novels 
are often created by combining multiple comic book issues the terms will be used 
interchangeably in this paper.   
 
Literature Review 
Misconceptions and Realities about Graphic Novels 
     There are multiple reasons why adults may dismiss graphic novels.  One possibility is 
the incorrect assumption that they are only books about superheroes.  People who do not 
find the idea of superpowered beings in bright colors and tights of interest may find the 
idea of graphic novels unappealing.  What many fail to realize is that the graphic novel is 
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a format, not a genre.  Graphic novels depict a variety of realities and speak to many 
different audiences.  While bound editions of superhero comics do make up one chunk of 
the market, graphic novels include realistic fiction, romance and even biographies.  Abel 
describes graphic novels as “a microcosm of an entire bookstore, with graphic novels 
about everything from critical theory to memoir to journalism to the more familiar heroic 
fantasy” (2001).  Any genre that appears in other media literature can be found among 
graphic novels.  Adult readers who have no interest in superheroes can still find graphic 
novels that appeal to them. 
     The presence of pictures may also impact the negative perception of graphic novels.  
Another reason graphic novels have bad reputations is due the presence of pictures.  
Pedersen (1995) argues that some view comics as “less literary” than other texts because 
they do not contain “blocks of words” (p.32).  Hoffmann (1989) points out that many see 
comics as containing “primitively drawn” images and “simplistic” words, keeping them 
from being real literature (p.168).  Because the illustrations are used to tell the story, the 
words themselves clearly cannot convey any important messages.  Picture books are 
often viewed as a tool for children, a stepping stone for “real” literature.  As a result, 
those who read books with pictures can be considered childish or simple-minded.  Lavin 
(1992) notes that graphic novel are considered by some as the “worst form of escapist, 
juvenile reading” (p.35).  In reality, graphic novels can convey through a combination of 
text and pictures ideas that pure text cannot express.  Gravett (2005) notes that the comic 
format is flexible enough to fit almost any topic: “there is nothing inherent to comics that 
prevents them from tackling whatever subject you like, in whatever style or manner you 
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choose,” (p.10).  The depth of subjects covered by graphic novels is based on the skill 
and decision of the author and illustrator, rather than the format itself.   
     Those who dismiss graphic novels do themselves a disservice.  Graphic novels can 
express themes and ideas in ways that other book formats cannot.  Action, which can 
only be described in pure text, can be seen in but through action it can be seen.  Images 
can tell stories in new ways and appeal to different groups of readers than pure text.  
Gravett (2005) “you never know in comics where dreams, or dreams of science, can take 
you,” (p.86).  In a world where visual media is becoming more ubiquitous, graphic novels 
can provide valuable mental training.  McCloud (1994) argues that images in drawn 
pictures as opposed to photographs and reality, “meaning is fluid and variable according 
to appearance” (p.28).  Because a cartoon, unlike a photograph, strips reality down to the 
essential components, meaning is made clearer.  Visual symbols are found everywhere in 
society, from bathrooms to by the side of the road.  McCloud points out that that icons, 
including those found in comics require the human minds to constantly construct 
meaning behind the images.  Comics help readers practice navigating an increasingly 
symbolic visual world.  
     Many graphic novels deal with complex themes and adult issues.  Hoffman (1989) 
notes that comics are valuable resources because: 
1.) Comics respond to American societal changes and trends.   
2.) Comic visuals makes accessible even to those who have limited literary skills. 
McCloud (1994) describes pictures as an efficient way of sharing information with 
others: “we need no formal education to ‘get the message.’  The message is 
instantaneous,” (p. 49).  The ease through which people understand concepts 
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communicated through imagery allows graphic novels to portray ideas more clearly than 
traditional text does.  The imagery of graphic novels is an asset rather than a drawback.   
     Graphic novels can address contemporary social and political issues.  Inge (1990) 
notes that comics “serve as revealing reflectors of popular attitudes, tastes, and mores” (p. 
xi).  In his study of adult comic readers, Botzakis (2009) compiled a list of multiple 
reasons adults choose to read graphic novels.  One reason is “Reading as Search for 
Meaning.”  Readers will sometimes search for metaphors linking to real life to the text.  
One popular metaphor found in graphic novels is represented in the X-Men.  Their 
struggle against fear and violence is often seen as a metaphor for racism or homophobia.  
Through comics, the surrounding culture is revealed and critiqued.  Hoppenstand (2006) 
describes the Marvel: Civil War, a crossover event comic series which focused on the 
theme of the conflict between freedom and security, an issue increasingly relevant in a 
post 9-11 society.  Even comics as of the 1930’s and 40’s dealt with social issues of the 
time.   
     Wright (2001) points out the assumptions behind Roosevelt’s New Deal as were 
reflected in the comics produced around the time of the Great Depression, as many 
superheroes against organized crime and political corruption.  Hoppenstand (2006) cites 
the creation of Wonder Woman, the ultimate “empowered woman,” as one example of 
social awareness in comics (522).  According to Wright (2001), one in four magazines 
sent to the troops during World War II was a comic book.  Comics were used as 
propaganda, promoting the war effort.  Captain America, Daredevil and other comic 
heroes fought against the Nazis and caricatures of the Japanese appeared frequently in 
stories.  Even the sanitized comics of the late 1950’s reflect the moral stances of 
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contemporary American culture.  Inge describes how underground comics of the 60’s and 
70’s, designed to subvert the Comics Code Authority, failed to keep politics of the day 
out of their stories.  O'English, Matthews, & Lindsay (2006) point out how contemporary 
comics deal with “culture clashes, dysfunctional families and working class life,” and 
other issues that interest adults (p.174).   
     Graphic novels contain stories for adults, yet they are persistently painted as books for 
children.  “At best, [comics] have been seen as a childish diversion and, at worst, as texts 
that deaden the intellect and moral reasoning” (Botzakis, 2009, p.50).  Goldsmith (2005) 
highlights the misunderstanding about the audience of graphic novels: “in American 
libraries, graphic novels are at risk for being seen as suiting only a specific age, just as 
board books are usually relegated to a certain part of the library and assumed to appeal 
only to specific users or potential users,” (p.v).  As Scott (1990) notes, “picture-writing 
was for cavemen, very young children, and illiterates.” (p.13). This issue is partially due 
to the history of comic books.   
In 1954, psychiatrist Fredric Wertham published Seduction of the Innocent, a 
book in which he argued that comics led to juvenile delinquency.  The outrage raised by 
this book helped inspire the creation of the Comics Code Authority a body intended to 
ensure comics were suitable for children (Cornog & Perper, 2009).  Comic publishers 
self-censored their works.  Those comic books devoid of sex, violence and other 
“objectionable” material were awarded a seal of approval from the organization.  As a 
result, much comic book content was written as though only children were reading them.  
Though current comics and graphic novels contain mature content and themes that appeal 
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to adults, they still have not completely shaken their reputation as children’s literature.  
As a result, adults may not consider comics books as relevant to their interests.   
     On the other side of the spectrum is the perception graphic novels are too adult.  The 
highly visual nature of graphic novels makes sex and violence more evident.  Graphic 
novels also tend to be challenged more frequently than pure text literature: 60% 
challenges for violence compared to 31.75% for other books, and 27.5% for nudity 
compared to 3.3% for other texts (Cornog & Perper, 2009).  A person may see violent or 
sexual images in a graphic novel and assume that all are smut.  The term “graphic novel” 
can exacerbate this problem as many mistakenly assume the term “graphic” refers to 
violent or sexual content when in reality the term refers to the inclusion of picture to tell 
the story (Serchay, 2010).  While some graphic novels contain racy imagery, this trait is 
not inherent to all graphic novels.   
 
Importance of Libraries Owning Graphic Novels 
     Graphic novels are a valuable investment for libraries.  As stated before, public 
interest in graphic novels is increasing.  Eichenberger points outs the popularity of 
graphic novel exhibited by the wide range of audiences of major comic publishers, the 
existence of shows about superheroes on television and the literary awards given to 
graphic novels (2007).  This rise in popularity can transfer into library success.  Abel 
(2001) notes that in bookstores, graphic novels are rarely returned and “draw fiercely 
loyal customers.”  Similarly, libraries with strong graphic novel collections will likely 
draw repeat visitors.  Their presence can even lead to the creation of new library patrons.  
In a library observed by Cornog & Perper (2009), the circulation of graphic novels was 
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11-13% of the collection although the resources themselves only accounted for 5% of the 
total collection.  In Charbonneau’s study of patrons of a La Salle library, 59% of the 
responders to the study said that they went to library mainly for its bande dessinée, or 
Franco-Belgian comics (2005).  Seventy-five percent of participants had been regular 
users of the library the past three years, at least once a month.   
Not only does the presence of graphic novels keep patrons coming back; it also 
draws in people who might otherwise never enter the library.  Berger (1971) noted that 
for a person with little education, “reading the funnies may be his only or one of his few 
literary (or subliterary) experiences,” (168).  Similarly, graphic novels can appeal to those 
who are not interested in traditional literature, making the library an inviting place for 
such patrons.   
     According to Cornog & Perper (2009), the presence of graphic novels in a collection 
leads to an increase in circulation of all library materials.  They argue that those who read 
graphic novels often pick up fiction books at the same time.  According to Serchay, 
(2010) the presence of graphic novels in a library increases total circulation from two to 
four times.  Just by adding these resources, libraries can ensure patrons receive greater 
benefits from the entire collection.   
     Berger (1971) notes that the fact graphic novels are sometimes attacked for appealing 
to the “lowest common denominator” leads those with “higher” tastes to assume they are 
unappealing.  In reality, graphic novels vary in audience, genre and quality.  Some are 
analyzed by academics while others are read secretly behind closed doors.  One cannot 
paint all graphic novels with the same brush.  Even the most violent, erotic and poorly 
written graphic novels are not automatically trash.  Humans often do things that seem to 
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have no “intellectual” value just because they enjoy them.  People do not always read 
books of merit, regardless of format.  Gravett (2005) notes that some will assume graphic 
novels are all “gaudy escapism…and little depth or humanity, like their movie 
counterparts” (pg.8).  While many adult graphic novels do not fit this category, the one’s 
that do should not automatically be rejected.  Traditional books vary in quality of content, 
yet libraries collect them because people find pleasure in reading them.  Regardless of 
supposed quality of material, reading is at its core good for mental and emotional 
development.   Moran (1992) points out the importance of library to get involved with all 
kinds of culture, both “high” and “low” aspect (p.10).  Regardless of the supposed quality 
of graphic novels as a whole, libraries should collect them to satisfy patron needs. 
 
Importance of Exhibiting Graphic Novels Appropriately 
     It is important to place graphic novels in a location where patrons can have the best 
access to them.  In order to ensure that resources get used, librarians need to anticipate 
patron expectations.  Brisco (2004) notes the problem of patrons believing books to be in 
locations different from where they actually are.  Placing books in the “wrong” locations 
can frustrate patrons unfamiliar with the library catalog or layout.  Placing graphic novels 
in intuitive locations means patrons will be able to find them easily.  As stated before, 
some patrons are more willing to come into a library with graphic novels than one 
without them.  These individuals must be made aware of the graphic novels in order to 
attract them into the library.  It is important to shelve graphic novels in such a way that 
patrons are aware of their existence. 
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 Separating vs. Mixing. There are multiple reasons libraries may interfile adult 
graphic novels, either with other book formats or with graphic novels aimed at children 
and teens.  According to Abel (2001) interfiling is useful for libraries with only a few 
graphic novels.  Maas (2003) argues out that customers interested in a resource may be 
interested resources that are related to the first.  As a result, it may be useful to display 
such merchandise together.   
     While interfiling is a good idea for libraries with smaller collections, those with bigger 
collections would not benefit from such a practice.  Dickinson (2007) highlights how 
some libraries intershelve graphic novels with “real books” in an effort to get patrons to 
read other texts (p.56).  This motivation is a bad one for intershelving.  Gravett describes 
the idea of using comics in order to encourage the reading of “real” books is “backhanded 
compliment,” implying that graphic novels are not worth reading in themselves (p.11).  
Graphic novels should be seen as having their own intrinsic value and should be shelved 
accordingly.  Serchay (2010) highlights two arguments in support of interfiling: 
1.) Since graphic novels are fiction they should be treated like fiction.   
2.) Patrons may encounter graphic novels while browsing fiction section, which may 
arouse their interest in graphic novels (p.116). 
Both of these arguments have issues that must be addressed.  First, not all graphic novels 
are fiction works, so interfiling them with fiction may be misleading.  Secondly, there is 
the issue of serials.   Comic book are often sections of a series issued one a time over the 
course of months or even years.  Many so called “graphic novels” are actually bound 
editions of several individual comic books.  It is not uncommon for comic series to 
change authors over time.  In libraries where graphic novels are interfiled, this situation 
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could make it complicated for readers to find multiple volumes of a single series.  Even 
sorting by title instead of last name may cause problems as series’ titles may change also.  
While this issue could be averted by interfiling graphic novels by titles, the titles of series 
sometimes change over time as well.  Goldsmith (2005) points out that browsing graphic 
novels becomes harder when they are interfiled with fiction.  Interfiling with nonfiction 
makes browsing even more difficult as the nonfiction section can be a “maze for readers” 
(Miller, 2005, p.50).  Those not familiar with its rules may have trouble finding what they 
are looking for even after using a catalog.  Nonfiction is also browsed less frequently than 
fiction.  As a result, it is rarer for patrons to “stumble” across adult graphic novels in this 
section.  Miller notes: “If patrons can’t see it, it doesn’t exist,” (p.50).  Patrons who do 
clearly not see graphic novels in the library will not know that they exist, and, as a result, 
will not use them.    
     It is important to give adult graphic novels their own section.  A sexual scene, can be 
clearly seen in a graphic novel (Cornog & Perper, 2009).  Some adults, assuming that 
graphic novels are intended for children, may be shocked when they encounter such 
content in titles written for adults.  Interfiling adult graphic novels with graphic novels 
for younger ages may exacerbate this issue.  Cornog & Raiteri (2010) suggest that 
separating adult graphic novels can keep adults from objecting from sexual or violent 
content which might otherwise appear in the children or young adult section.  Abel 
(2001) points out the sense of keeping graphic novels with erotic imagery together rather 
than mixing them in with those intended for children.   
     There are other reasons for separating graphic novels based on audience.  Cornog & 
Raiteri (2010) point out that some themes will appeal more to adults than to teens, such 
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as the issue of “aging parents” (p.49).  It would make sense to place such graphic novels 
in the adult section.  According to Brisco (2004), placing library resources in manners 
similar to that of bookstores can help find what they are looking for quickly.  Most 
bookstores keep graphic novels in a separate section than other resources, regardless of 
genre.  Bookstores also tend to keep adult content separate from books aimed at children 
and young adult.  Grouping graphic novels can help people identify them quickly.  
Keeping adult graphic novels, in particular, separate can better support adult needs while 
alleviate confusions about the format’s purpose. 
     Differentiating vs. Blending. Placing adult graphic novels in a prominent location is 
also important.  While graphic novels aimed at children and teens are usually easy to find 
in a library, it is not uncommon for adult graphic novels to be hidden away.  Such is not 
an ideal location for adult graphic novels.  According to Rudiger & Schliesman, shelving 
graphic novels together “creates a focal point for readers who might not be regular users 
of the library but are drawn in by graphic novel collections” (2007, p.58).  By putting 
graphic novels where they can easily be seen, librarians encourage those who are 
interested in graphic novels to enter the library.  Graphic novels are a visual format; they 
need to be seen in order to be picked up (Abel, 2001).  Many believe that adults are not 
usually searching for anything in particular when they enter a library.  Instead they have a 
vague desire to find materials that will interest them (Goldhor, 1972).  Woodward (2005) 
echoes this idea, pointing out that “whatever device induces browsing will increase these 
patrons' use of the books in question, whatever impedes browsing will reduce their use” 
(p.387).  She points out the lack of appeal in books in rows on shelves.  As a result, 
resources that are organized in a manner that causes them to be seen and approached 
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easily are more likely to be checked out.  In Goldhor’s study (1972), materials that were 
placed on display circulated more frequently, supporting this idea.   
Woodward (2005) describes a situation that occurred in her library that supports the 
importance of visibility.  The library had a shelf containing new books which was 
frequently picked over by patrons.  After budget cuts prevented the purchasing of new 
materials, older books were pulled from the shelves and added to this display.  The 
circulation of items on this shelf only dropped slightly when compared to when the 
displayed books were all new. According to Baker (1986), literature suggests displays 
increase circulation for two reasons: 
1.) Displays allow items to be seen more easily, allowing browsers to more easily 
select them, and  
2.) Displays provide a smaller more manageable group of resources for browsers to 
choose from. 
The increase in circulation of displayed items may also result from patrons putting “trust 
in the role of the librarian as a reader’s advisor” (Baker, p.239).  Patrons can be 
overwhelmed by the sheer number of books contained in libraries.  Such a selection can 
make choosing titles difficult.  When graphic novels are displayed, they are set up as 
items of value by the library and therefore deserving of interest.  Placing adult graphic 
novels where they are easily visible lets people know they exist and indicates that they 
are important resources (Goldsmith, 2005).  Baker’s study (1986) suggests that 
displaying resources in high traffic area is even more effective; it is important to make 
sure patrons can see and easily get to materials.  As adult library patrons usually locate 
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reading material through browsing, there need to be titles present for them to see and 
approach.   
 
Methodology 
Hypothesis: Creating a separate adult graphic novel section in a Prominent (easy to see 
and easily accessible) location will lead to an increase in circulation of these resources 
among adults compared to placing them in a Undistinguished (adjacent to non graphic 
materials) location or Interfiling them with non graphic resources.     
This hypothesis was tested by visiting a sample of public and academic libraries 
to identify where their graphic novels are shelved.  Circulation statistics for each graphic 
novel were also collected. 
 
Sample 
In order to conduct the study two samples were needed: 
1. a sample of graphic novels 
2. a sample of public and academic libraries 
To determine which graphic novels should be included in the study, I first went to 
the Diamond Comic Distributor website and located their list of the top 500 selling 
graphic novels for the year 2011.  As Diamond Comic Distributor is a major North 
American distributor of comic books, they had data on graphic novels from most graphic 
novel publishers.  The reason for using this list was that, since the books on this list were 
had sold many copies, they were probably popular among comic readers.  As a result, 
libraries would be more likely to own them, and patrons would be more interested in 
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checking them out.  This trend would provide more data to work with than less popular 
materials.   
     Next, I went through the books on the list.  Books that were trade editions of ongoing 
comic series of series were identified; any volume that was not the first in its series was 
removed.  The logic behind this action was that libraries would be more likely to 
purchase the first book in the series than later volumes because first volumes.  As a result, 
each title chosen would appear in more libraries than later books in the same series.  
Also, patrons interested in trying out a series usually choose to read the first volume 
before the others.  Even if they decide not to continue with later books in the series, they 
already checked out the first book.  As a result, the first volume in series would likely 
have greatest number of circulations.  Next, graphic novels for children and young adult 
graphic novel were excluded by checking the remaining titles against on Bodart graphic 
novels selection lists for children and teens.  These two steps culled the original list from 
500 to 264. 
The next step involved selecting libraries that would serve as sample sites. Ten 
academic and public libraries in North Carolina and Virginia were identified.  These 
libraries were chosen for their proximity, due to transportation issues, and the presence of 
graphic novels in their collection.   
     The remaining 264 adult graphic novel titles were then entered into each library’s 
online catalog.  Libraries varied on the perceived audience of some adult graphic novels; 
whether a title was considered an adult or young adult resources depended on the library.  
Resources cataloged as young adult were identified whether in order to determine 
whether they shared any traits.  Since academic libraries used the PN6700 section to 
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contain all graphics aimed at audiences 15 years and older, this activity was performed 
only with public libraries.  Books that appeared in less than four of the libraries chosen 
were dropped from the list.  Libraries that owned less than six of the graphic novels that 
appeared on the list were eliminated from the study.  These eliminations were to ensure 
more overlap across graphic novel collections.  The end result was 38 graphic novel titles 
(see Appendix A), and four academic libraries (two in Virginia and two in North 
Carolina) and six public libraries (four in Virginia and two in North Carolina).   
 
Procedure 
     I visited libraries the ten libraries in the sample to identify the location of their adult 
graphic novel collections.  I asked librarian for location of adult graphic novels.  I 
sketched the arrangement of each graphic novel collection as well as any other nearby 
resources.  These sketches were used to determine whether graphic novels were in a 
prominent or undistinguished floor location.  Graphic novels sections were designated 
“Prominent” if in a library where the majority of the shelves are arranged in rows in 
which each shelf is spaced at an equal distance from the surrounding shelves on the floor:  
a.) Either has no rows directly in front of the side that contains the graphic novels, or 
b.) The graphic novel section is placed at different angle relative to the surrounding 
shelves. 
     A collection qualified as undistinguished if it was a grouping of graphic novels which 
contained at least ten different titles and at least ten different authors which does not meet 
the definitions for a prominent graphic novels section.  Such sections would not seem, to 
the casual observer, as any different from the surrounding sections.  For example, at one 
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of the libraries in the study that was labeled undistinguished contained an adult graphic 
novels section that was at the center of a set of connected shelves.  This collection had 
non graphic resources to the immediate left and right as well as directly across from it.  A 
casual browser would not be aware of these resources unless they were standing a 
directly in front of them.  
     The sketches were also used to determine whether graphic novel collections had 
interfiled or in their own section sort types.  A collection counted as being its own 
sections if it was grouping of adult graphic novels that contained at least ten different 
titles and at least ten different authors.  Each adult graphic novel had to be cataloged in 
such a way that, with the exception of the graphic novels that are on the ends of the 
section, no adult graphic novel touched a book that does not qualify as an adult graphic 
novel.  Interfiled sections were groupings of adult graphic novels which contained at least 
ten different titles and at least ten different authors in which more than two are 
catalogued so they are touching books that are not adult graphic novels.  These sections 
combine adult graphic novels with either graphic novels aimed at young adults or 
children, or resources that were non graphic novels.   
     None of the libraries examined contained all of the 38 chosen graphic novels.  
Individual libraries owned anywhere from 8 to 33 sample titles (See Appendix B through 
J).  After identifying which title each library owned, librarians were contacted through 
email.  Each email contained a form with a list of the graphic novels that had been 
identified as being owned by that library.  Librarians were asked to provide both total 
circulations for each material as well as the number of circulations in the past 365 days.  
While all libraries were able to provide total circulations, some libraries were unable to 
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provide information for the past 365 days of circulations, due to the cumulative nature of 
some library catalogs.  For those libraries, I found a substitute by taking the total number 
of checkouts per graphic novel and divided them by the number of years each graphic 
novel was in the collection to get the average for a year.   
     Nine of the ten libraries invited to participate provided their circulation records.  An 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) test was performed on catalog type (interfiled vs. own 
section), location type (undistinguished vs. prominent) and their interaction to examine 
their impact on yearly and total circulations.  A p-value of 0.05 was used to determine 
significance. 
 
Limitations of Study 
     Not every library had every graphic novel chosen for this study.  I made sure all of the 
graphic novels appeared in at least four of the libraries in the sample, ensuring some 
overlap in resources.  Another issue was that two academic libraries had a split 
collection; the majority of graphic novels were located in the stacks, (undistinguished) 
but they also rotated these materials into popular collections (prominent).  This situation 
may have blurred the lines between undistinguished and prominent collections.  Another 
limitation was the selection of libraries themselves.  This study did not use a random 
sample due to transportation constraints.  
     Questionnaires were sent in January 2013, so the results only give information as far 
as December 2012.  Not all libraries were able to provide totals for the past 365 days; 
some, for example, had only cumulative statistics.  These libraries were asked to provide 
the date each title was added to collection.  The problem with this method was that we 
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were not able to account for movements of graphic novel collection that occurred earlier 
that one year ago.  If hypothesis is correct, the same collection of graphic novels might 
have received a different amount of traffic based before and after its relocation depending 
on where it was placed. 
     There were also issues with the idea of interfiling.  Public libraries seemed to have 
more flexibility when it came to deciding how adult graphic novels were organized.  
Academic libraries tended to use Library of Congress call numbers.  As a result, graphic 
novels for adults and older teens (up to age 15) always mixed together in the PN6700 
section. As a result, all academic libraries automatically end up as interfiled. 
 
Results 
     Of the graphic novel collections in the sample, two qualified as Undistinguished Own 
Section, three as Prominent Own Section, three as Undistinguished Interfiled, and one as 
Prominent Interfiled.   
     For public libraries, the following titles appeared in the young adult section: The 
Walking Dead, Vol.1 (1 out of 3 of the public libraries where it appeared), Batman: The 
Dark Knight Returns (1 out of 5), Batman: Year One (2 out of 4).  Locke & Key, Vol.1 (1 
out of 5).  Umbrella Academy (1 out of 2), Identity Crisis (1 out of 3), Green Lantern: 
Secret Origin (2 out of 3), Batman: The Long Halloween (2 out of 3), Batman: The 
Killing Joke (1 out of 4), Batman: Arkham Asylum (1 out of 2), Superman: Earth One, 
Vol. 1 (3 out of 4), Batman R.I.P.  (1 out of 3), All-Star Superman, Vol.1 (2 out of 2).  
The titles some libraries considered young adult seemed to be predominantly mainstream 
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superhero series.  The exceptions are The Walking Dead, a series that focuses on a 








Figure 1 Yearly Circulations by Sort Method Figure 1 Total Circulations by Sort Method 
Figure 3 Yearly Circulations by Floor Location Figure 4 Total Circulations by Floor Location 
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    Yearly circulation data (Figure 1) showed that adult graphic novels that were given 
their own section were checked out about 1.835 times more frequently than those that 
were interfiled.  The location of the graphic novels section (Figure 3) as well as the 
interactions between location and the method used to organize graphic novels was not 
significant; the p-value significance of location type fell above the 0.05 limit with p-
values of 0.1 and 0.276 respectively. 
     For total circulations, both location and the way graphic novels were sorted on the 
selves showed significance, with p-values 0.112 and 0.002 respectively.  Graphic novels 
in their own section were checked out an average 6.057 times more overall than graphic 
novels that were interfiled (Figure 2).  Graphic novels that were in an undistinguished 
location, such as the regular stacks, were checked out 4.891 times more times overall 
than books in a prominent location (Figure 4).   
     The type of library involved had an impact on the circulation of graphic novels.  Adult 
graphic novels in academic libraries were about1.707 times less likely to be checked out 
in a given year and 4.985 times less over all time than those in public libraries.  The state 
where the library was located seemed to have no effect, though the combination of state 
and library did.  Both for yearly and overall circulation, adult graphic novels that were 
held by academic libraries located in North Carolina had a lower number of circulations 
than any other group.  The results for graphic novels in public libraries mirrored the 
results of libraries for where such books were given their own section, so that, when 
library type (academic vs. public) and sort type (interfiled vs. own section) were both run 





     This study seems to support half of the hypothesis while disproving the other half.  
Storing adult graphic novels together may increase their circulation they tended to 
circulate better in libraries where they were given their own section.  This trend was true 
both yearly and overall.  It is possible that storing adult graphic novels in this manner 
enables those adults who are already interested in graphic novels to find more resources 
that interested them.  Repeat visits from interested readers can lead to increases in 
circulation. 
     While keeping graphic novels together can draw repeat visitors, it does not solve the 
problem of enticing those who do not normally check out these resources.  According to 
the hypothesis, keeping adult graphic novels in their own section in a prominent location 
would lead to an increase in circulations.  The idea was that graphic novels in such a 
location would be discovered more easily by browsers.  The data did not support this 
belief; graphic novels in an undistinguished location were checked out more frequently 
total those in a prominent location.  For yearly circulations, the impact of location was 
not significant, though these results also indicated undistinguished graphic novel sections 
might circulate more.  This difference might be the result of the stigma attached to 
graphic novels.  Some adults may be interested in trying out graphic novels, but do not 
want others to know out of fear for being thought childish or perverted.  Such individuals 
may avoid picking up graphic novels from easily seen prominent locations.  
Undistinguished graphic novel sections may seem appealing to such patrons 
     There was an overlap in the way adult graphic novels were organized on shelves and 
library type.  Of the participating libraries, all academic libraries turned out to be 
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interfiled and all public libraries had graphic novels in their own section.  However, there 
was a greater difference between the number of circulations between interfiled and own 
section collections than the difference between the circulations of academic and public 
libraries.  Also, public libraries that are interfiled do exist (including the library that did 
not respond to the circulation data request).  As a result, it is still probable that whether 
the graphic novels section is interfiled or given its own section is more important than 
what kind of library contains it. 
 
Implications 
     It seems more important for adult graphic novels to have their own section in the 
library than for them to be prominently displayed since graphic novels in their own 
section were checked out more frequently than those that were interfiled.  Additionally, 
the prominence of the adult graphic novels section did not seem to increase circulation, 
suggesting that an adult graphic novel section attracts the same kinds of readers over and 
over again.  Once graphic novel readers know where the graphic novels are located, they 
will return to that section time and time again.  Interfiled adult graphic novels, as 
mentioned above, would make it harder for casual browsers to locate materials. 
    Meanwhile, adults who perceive graphic novels as a childish medium or of no interest 
to them may be unwilling to check them out regardless of whether the collection is easily 
accessible or not.  It is possible, that graphic novels are such a maligned format that 
placing them in a prominent location does not increase them being picked up as much as 
it would other formats.  At the same time, dedicated graphic novel readers are will be 
more eager to find the graphic novels than non-readers.  If they don’t see the graphic 
26 
 
novel section right away, they will likely look for them by asking a librarian or searching 
catalog.   
    Graphic novels in the prominent section circulated less frequently than those in 
undistinguished locations on total basis.  The fact this difference was present in total 
rather than yearly circulations may have been due to the differences in the length of time 
individual collections held prominent status.  One of the collections considered prominent 
was less than year old, and another had only been placed in prominent location within the 
year.  Their overall circulations may actually reflect their past situations. 
     Another possibility for this may be the type of libraries that tend to contain each type 
of collection.  Most of the undistinguished collections were in academic libraries.  Such 
libraries tend to cater to populations from their late teens to early twenties.  As mentioned 
previously, a huge chunk of the graphic novel market are people in their twenties.  This 
may lead to a higher use of adult graphic novels in undistinguished collections.  
 
Future Research 
     More research is needed to look into whether displaying the covers of the graphic 
novels has an impact on their circulations.  Since graphic novels are a visual medium, 
often with bright dynamic covers displaying them in this manner may increase their 
circulation.  It may also be interesting to look at how rotating popular collections in 
academic libraries can impact the circulations of adult graphic novels.  While most 
academic library adult graphic novels are interfiled with young adult graphic novels 
following Library of Congress cataloging guidelines, rotating collections may allow for 
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more flexibility in ways of appealing to adults.  It also may be useful to focus on public 
libraries in future studies due to their more varied way of organizing graphic novels.  
     It is may be useful to look at a wider range of libraries.  Due to transportation issues, I 
was only able to observe libraries in Virginia and North Carolina.  A more diverse group 
of libraries may have provided clearer results 
 
Conclusion 
     The results of this study suggest that placement alone will not change the attitude of 
people towards graphic novels.  Perhaps education is important to lead more people to 
check out graphic novels.  The stigma of graphic novels being children’s books may turn 
off interest in adult readers even when they are placed in an easily accessible location.  It 
is important for librarians to point out the value of graphic novels.  Ideas includes inviting 
authors and illustrators and even putting up banners or displays that specifically say 
“Adult Graphic Novels” to reinforce the idea that graphic novels exist in library and that 
they can be used for adults.  Book clubs or reading groups should also include graphic 
novels so that adults can learn about the literary depth of some titles.  Also librarians 
should include appropriate graphic novels mixed in with other displays.  For example, a 
library may display Maus when doing a display on WWII or the Holocaust, or may 
include V for Vendetta on a dystopia display.    
     Graphic novels are valuable resources.  They can promote visual literacy, convey 
social commentary and be forms of artistic expression.  Some adults may miss out on the 
benefits of these resources due to the mistaken belief that they are all about superheroes 
or intended purely for children.  In reality, graphic novels cover every subject and are 
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aimed at every audience, including adults.  It is important for libraries to collect adult 
graphic novels both because of the aforementioned reasons and because doing so can 
encourage non users into the library.  It is also important to give adult graphic novels 
their own separate section.  Grouping these resources this way can make return users out 
of graphic novel enthusiasts by making it easy to locate more of the resources that 
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Academic Library A 
 Location Type: Undistinguished 





Blacksad 6 3 
Daytripper 4 2 
Habibi 10 5 
Kick-Ass 6 2 
Mister Wonderful 0 0 
Paying for It 2 1 
V for Vendetta 1 1 




Academic Library B 
 Location Type: Undistinguished 





All Star Superman 25 5 
Arkham Asylum 29 10 
Batman RIP 40 9 
Batman: The Long Halloween 47 9 
Batman: The Widening Gyre 3 3 
Batwoman 9 2 
Blacksad 1 1 
Dark Knight Returns 85 8 
Dark Knight Strikes Again 44 8 
Dark Tower: Gunslinger 5 3 
Dark Tower: Treachery 13 2 
Daytripper 6 1 
Death-Ray 2 2 
Ex Machina 27 10 
Fables 50 7 
From Hell 89 8 
Green Lantern: Secret Origin 2 1 
Habibi 10 7 
Identity Crisis 29 4 
Kick-Ass 17 7 
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen  71 6 
Locke & Key 0 0 
Paying for It 10 2 
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Preacher 37 3 
Sandman 56 11 
Superman: Earth One 3 3 
Umbrella Academy 14 1 
Unwritten 4 4 
V for Vendetta 101 15 
Walking Dead 59 13 
Watchmen 53 14 
WE3 17 2 





Academic Library C 
 Location Type: Prominent 





All Star Superman 13 3.25 
American Vampire 5 2.5 
Batwoman 3 1.5 
Blacksad 7 0.778 
Dark Knight Returns 45 5 
Dark Knight Strikes Again 32 3.556 
Daytripper 8 4 
Fables 0 0 
From Hell 22 22 
Habibi 2 2 
Kick-Ass 8 2.667 
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen 24 3 
Mister Wonderful 2 1 
Paying for It 0 0 
Scenes from and Impending Marriage 2 1 
Umbrella Academy 7 1.75 
Unwritten 5 1.667 
V for Vendetta 53 6.625 
Watchmen 55 6.111 
WE3 6 0.75 




Academic Library D 
 Location Type: Undistinguished 





All Star Superman 8 1 
American Vampire 6 2 
Arkham Asylum 8 3 
Batman: The Killing Joke 11 3 
Batman: The Long Halloween 10 2 
Batman: Year One 2 1 
Batwoman 2 0 
Dark Knight Returns 20 1 
Dark Knight Strikes Again 4 2 
Dark Tower: Gunslinger 1 1 
Dark Tower: Treachery 0 0 
Daytripper 7 2 
Death Ray 6 2 
From Hell 51 1 
Habibi 8 5 
Identity Crisis 0 0 
Kick-Ass 3 1 
Mister Wonderful 2 0 
Paying for It 6 2 
Preacher 3 1 
Scenes from an Impending Marriage 0 0 
Superman: Earth One 6 1 
V for Vendetta 14 4 
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Watchmen 11 2 
WE3 5 1 






Public Library A 
 Location Type: Undistinguished 





All Star Superman 25 5 
American Vampire 11 5 
Arkham Asylum 20 10 
Batman RIP 49 11 
Batman: The Killing Joke 35 6 
Batman: The Long Halloween 33 14 
Batman: Year One 5 0 
Dark Knight Returns 8 0 
Dark Tower: Gunslinger 17 9 
Dark Tower Treachery 2 2 
Ex Machina 15 4 
Fables 35 8 
Green Lantern: Secret Origin 39 8 
Locke & Key 21 7 
Preacher 0 0 
Sandman 19 14 
Superman: Earth One 15 6 
Umbrella Academy 2 0 
Unwritten 13 10 
V for Vendetta 26 14 
Walking Dead 38 17 
WE3 11 3 




Public Library B 
 Location Type: Prominent 





All Star Superman 52 8.667 
American Vampire 25 8.333 
Arkham Asylum 49 4.9 
Batman: The Killing Joke 37 7.4 
Batman: The Long Halloween 3 3 
Batman: The Widening Gyre 20 10 
Batman: Year One 75 7.5 
Batwoman: Elegy 22 7.333 
Blacksad 14 4.667 
Dark Knight Returns 76 6.333 
Daytripper 16 8 
Death-Ray 5 2.5 
Ex Machina 50 6.25 
From Hell 24 6 
Green Lantern: Secret Origin 0 0 
Kick-Ass 6 6 
Locke & Key 40 10 
Mister Wonderful 3 1.5 
Preacher 49 8.167 
Sandman 77 19.25 
Unwritten 10 3.33 
V for Vendetta 4 4 
Walking Dead 21 10.5 
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Public Library C 
 Location Type: Prominent 





Batman: The Killing Joke 14 14 
Batman: The Long Halloween 11 11 
Batman: Year One 10 10 
Dark Knight Returns 10 10 
Dark Knight Strikes Again 8 8 
Dark Tower: Treachery 0 0 
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen 7 7 
Locke & Key 5 5 
Superman: Earth One 9 9 
Unwritten 2 2 
V for Vendetta 7 7 






Public Library D 
 Location Type: Prominent 





American Vampire 15 5 
Batman RIP 34 8.5 
Batman: The Widening Gyre 13 6.5 
Batman: Year One 9 9 
Dark Knight Returns 44 4.889 
Dark Tower: Gunslinger 7 3.5 
Dark Tower: Treachery 14 4.667 
Daytripper 6 6 
Death-Ray 5 5 
Ex Machina 3 1.5 
Fables 25 3.125 
Green Lantern: Secret Origin 16 8 
Habibi 17 8.5 
Identity Crisis 44 5.5 
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen 51 5.1 
Locke & Key 0 0 
Mister Wonderful 10 5 
Preacher 3 3 
Sandman 13 6.5 
Scenes from an Impending Marriage 10 5 
Superman: Earth One 16 8 
V for Vendetta 34 4.857 
Walking Dead 36 18 
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Watchmen 14 2.8 







Public Library E 
 Location Type: Undistinguished 





Batman RIP 48 12 
Batman: The Killing Joke 62 12.4 
Batman: The Widening Gyre 12 6 
Blacksad 18 9 
Dark Knight Returns 91 9.1 
Dark Knight Strikes Again 100 10 
Daytripper 16 8 
Death-Ray 13 6.5 
Ex Machina 78 9.75 
Fables 48 8 
From Hell 26 8.667 
Habibi 22 11 
Identity Crisis 72 10.286 
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen 120 10 
Locke & Key 46 9.2 
Mister Wonderful 17 8.5 
Sandman 64 10.667 
Scenes from and Impending Marriage 11 5.5 
Superman: Earth One 28 9.333 
Umbrella Academy 31 7.75 
V for Vendetta 54 10.8 
Watchmen 87 10.875 
WE3 60 7.5 
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Y: The Last Man 121 12.1 
 
 
 
